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SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH IN THE CULTURE
AND SOCIETY OF SPANISH FLORIDA 1
by WILLIAM  B. G RIFFEN
LORIDA WAS ESTABLISHED as a functional part of the Span-
ish colonies in 1565. Saint Augustine was from the begin-
ning the focal point of the Spanish Empire in Florida from which
the social and cultural influences of the Iberian civilizers were
radiated into the hinterland, transforming to some degree both
the physical environment and the human groups bearing different
ways of life which were encountered. But, not only from the
standpoint of Spanish-Indian culture contact and acculturation
does early Florida hold interest for the anthropologist. The im-
ported European culture is also of tremendous importance to be
understood in the development of Florida into a Spanish province
of the American Indies, intrinsically for problems of culture his-
tory and changing social relationships as well as an adjunct to
historical and archaeological investigation of the contact period.
Different areas of the interior of the Province of Florida were
touched in varying degrees, some only indirectly or hardly at all.
Research on the society and culture of the Spanish side of this
situation of culture contact would help complete the picture of
the Spanish in Florida.
Contact with the native populations, as was true for what-
ever slight physical changes were rendered on the natural en-
vironment, was not effectuated solely by the intrepid Spanish
missionaries in their reduction of the Indians. Soldiers, and oc-
casionally some settlers, also interacted with the indigenous popu-
lation as bearers of the dominant culture. Thus, to some extent,
they also exerted influence on the local native traditions as these
were met as part of the environment that the Spaniards were
obliged to confront.
Saint Augustine, as of course were its subsidiary forts and
blockhouses (e.g., Santa Elena, San Mateo, later San Marcos de
1. The following assessment is based on the writer’s familiarity with
the  source  mate r ia l  o f  the  F i r s t  Span ish  Per iod ,  1512-1763 .  No
doubt  many of  these  remarks  a re  a l so  appl icab le  to  the  Second
Spanish  Occupa t ion ,  1783-1821 ,  a l though  the  documenta t ion  for
this period is for the most part unknown to the writer.
[ 226 ]
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Apalache, etc.), was founded primarily as a military presidio, al-
though more comprehensive colonizing as had been done in other
parts of the Indies was planned. Penetration into the interior was
made by both the military and religious branches which were us-
ually closely allied. However, while it quickly became apparent
that Florida was not the rich region that the original optimistic
hopes had conjured, the Spanish settlement continued and slowly
took on many of the characteristics of a fully functioning colony.
Mining activity was not indulged in although there were a num-
ber of rumors of the richness of discoveries in the interior at vari-
ous times. The development of agriculture and stockraising was
never extensive, but that some of this activity did go on is at-
tested to in the record. The produce went to support the colony.
And, agriculture was apparently not exclusively performed by the
Indians of the mission system.
Much emphasis here will be placed on research into Saint
Augustine and its immediate vicinity. This city was the capital
of Spanish Florida and the main body of the Spanish population
was concentrated there. For the scope of interest of this paper,
there are many more data on this particular area which afford
information on the culture and social organization of a Spanish
community of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth cen-
turies. The garrison settlement of Saint Augustine, as time pass-
ed, slowly acquired the aspects of a fully functioning town with
more diversified activities than soldiers merely standing guard
duty or patrolling the hinterland. Indeed, this aspect of urban-
ization, such as it may be in a small garrison town, is definitely
deserving of the attention of the cultural anthropologist. Much
more information of this type of activity on the local level can
be brought out than has heretofore been done for Florida.
The importance of research into the kind of society and cul-
ture exemplified by colonial Spanish Florida is found not only in
the specific information that would thus be obtained on Florida’s
Hispanic past. It also, and perhaps of more significance, exem-
plifies a variant of a Spanish frontier post meeting the peculiar
Florida conditions. In a larger framework, then, illumination
could be brought about on some of the basic processes of Spanish
culture as found in this variant of the presidio system. This
extended over the several frontier regions of the Spanish Indies
2
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and formed one of the spearheads of the transplantation of Iberian
culture to the New World. While less important in the immedi-
ate acculturation of the American indigenous population than
the religious organization, many of these presidios later became
fully functioning towns, centers of Spanish culture. A compre-
hension of the growth and development of these nuclei is impor-
tant to understanding the past of many present-day Latin Ameri-
can communities. 
Many of the suggestions for research made here will involve
much reading and careful tabulation. It is a task that will not
be easy, almost certainly not to be performed by a single investi-
gator, but a number of projects could be carried out with an eye
to describing the Spanish culture as found in Florida on the local
level. Nor is this an attempt to encroach upon the legitimate
domains of the historian 2 but rather it is merely to emphasize
certain possibilities that are of importance to anthropologists but
generally of only peripheral interest to other scholars. Some in-
formation on these several aspects does exist; the task remains to
pull it together and to integrate it into a more or less balanced
description of the social and cultural processes of Spanish Florida
and of the conditions under which these took place. The mili-
tary organization and its history is being investigated, as well as
other aspects of Spanish Florida history, by competent historians,
as are problems of Florida ethnohistory by equally competent
archaeologists. What is suggested here, it is hoped, will comple-
ment the work that previously has been and at present is being
carried on. 
The data collected can quite feasibly be organized within the
conceptual schemes commonly employed by anthropologists and
sociologists in viewing the interfunctioning of the several aspects
of “live” communities. The sources here, of course, are documen-
tary, not observational, and might suggest interesting methodo-
logical and theoretical questions. Much of the data logically fall
within the anthropological concept of “ideal” culture, either in
the sphere of norms for behavior or in that of generalizations
made on their own (cultural) behavior (often confused with
2. See The Social Sciences in Historical Study, A Report of the Commit-
tee on Historiography (Social Science Research Council, Bulletin 64,
New York, 1954).
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norms) by untrained observers (generally considered rather un-
reliable in field studies). Obviously, the information contained
in documentary sources is highly incomplete compared to the
minute data recorded by an investigator in the field over a short
period. These lacunae in data over a long span of time will
necessitate that the end result be much more of a composite-
construct than would be the case in the ordinary field study.
But on the other hand, some of the changes over time of the so-
ciety and culture of a community can be seen, or at least inferred,
which are difficult to get in a short-term field investigation.
It must also be emphasized that what is stated here is put
forth solely in the nature of suggestions and does not purport to
be an exhaustive exposee on the social-cultural research potential
of Spanish Florida. Many other aspects no doubt could be in-
vestigated. Those presented here constitute a few of the more
salient ones for which information does exist. Since some of the
sources that will be suggested are seldom used, or at least not
employed in the context advocated, it is felt that some such gen-
eral approach of a diachronic-synchronic nature that the an-
thropologist might supply would be a fruitful one. The specific
theoretical problems and the particular body of theory to which
such an investigation should be tied, of course, is left up to the
interests and inclinations of the individual investigator.
The sources that can be utilized are several: there are various
collections of documents 3 ranging from formal letters of gover-
nors and other administrative officials, through certifications,
financial reports, subsidy lists, to the petitions from individual
soldiers to the Crown for assistance; there exist a few maps for
this period; 4 and, there are the records of the Cathedral Parish
of Saint Augustine. 5 The latter are one of the most important
E.g., The Stetson Collection of photostats on file at the P. K. Yonge
Library of Florida History, University of Florida, and various col-
lections on microfilm such as that of the North Carolina Historical
Commiss ion  and  the  Lowery  Col lec t ion .  The  la t te r  a re  on  f i l e  in
several places, including the P. K. Yonge Library and the Library of
the Saint Augustine Historical Society in Saint Augustine. For a more
complete bibliography of materials dealing with Florida during the
Fi rs t  Spanish  Per iod  see  Verne  E .  Chate la in’s ,  T h e  D e f e n s e s  o f
Spanish Florida, 1565 to 1763 (Carnegie Institution Publication 511,
Washington, D. C.,  1941),  p.  95 passim.
See Woodbury Lowery’s, A Descriptive List of Maps of the Spanish
Possessions within the present limits of the United States, 1502-1820
(Washington, 1912).   
T h e s e  a r e  o n  f i l e  i n  p h o t o s t a t  f o r m  a t  t h e  l i b r a r y  o f  t h e  S a i n t
Augustine Historical Society.
4
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sources for the anthropologist and contain a wealth of data that
cannot be found in the usual collections of formal documents and
letters. Some of the various types of information to be found in
sources other than the Cathedral Parish Records will be men-
tioned later. However, the most expedient long range plan of
research attack would be to tap and collate this material first.
Once this core of information on the society and culture of the
period were secured, many other documents would be illuminated
and made more meaningful. Moreover, documents on complaints
of the extensive familial ties among the holders of various ad-
ministrative posts and those indicating collaboration or collusion
of such persons, would demonstrate part of the operation of this
aspect of the social organization as extracted from the Cathedral
Parish Records.
Consequently, the potential of this set of documents will be
emphasized first, although it is impossible, of course, not to bring
in other sources when particular problems are suggested. Many
aspects will merely be mentioned with no further comment.
Apart from specific data on kinship, of interest mainly in the
long rung to the genealogist and the biographer, and a few refer-
ences to historical events, the Cathedral Parish Records contain
much other valuable information of a biological and socio-cultural
nature, plus some mention of particular social conditions. These
documents comprise the marriages and baptisms beginning with
the year 1594, with some gaps, to almost the close of the First
Spanish Period (1763). For shorter periods, mostly in the eigh-
teenth century, there are burial and confirmation records to
round out the picture. It must be emphasized that the following
assessment of the data contained in these records does not neces-
sarily indicate that there is complete coverage for any particular
period. As stated above, the eighteenth century is the most
complete.
Demographically, many data on vital statistics can be obtained.
The birth rate (for the most part calculable only from the bap-
tismal rate) would have one of the longest statistical runs, and
with the use of census reports would serve as a basis to make
gross population estimates. Other interesting aspects would
emerge from the baptismal record such as the percentage of “na-
tural” offspring which would indicate either (1) prostitution or
5
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the existence of certain “free” women, and (2), combined with
marriage data, a possible range of variation in the courtship pat-
tern by the percentage of presumably “shot-gun” marriages that
either succeed the blessed event or do not precede it within suffi-
cient time for the demands of dignity and propriety.
The marriage records give the frequency of marital unions,
thus indicating the rate of the formation of new households, with
implications for domestic construction (maintenance and repair,
new building, etc.)  and therefore hint at  the geographical
growth of the physical confines of the town of Saint Augustine.
These records also afford an estimate of the number of people
who reach puberty (as will the confirmation records for the
years where they are available) and thus a more accurate death
rate curve can be obtained. The burial records yield data on in-
fant, child, and adult mortality, as well as information on certain
socio-environmental conditions and specific events such as attacks,
plagues, and starvations.
From the calculation of any or all of these rates over a long
period of years, possibly a seasonal pattern would emerge. This,
aside from annual variations in environment and climate, might
reflect the festival or ceremonial calendar or some other such
cultural phenomenon. 
By defining various criteria for class participation, the struc-
ture of social class could be extracted. The pattern of giving the
honorific titles of Don and Dona in the Cathedral Parish Records
would be an aid here, as would the holding of administrative of-
fices and higher ranking military positions (for the most part,
contained in other sources). Other information on property hold-
ing (e.g., from appraisal lists of houses in 1708 and of lots and
houses in 1763 available in other sources) and from the burial
records could also be utilized. The majority of the entries on the
burial records merely state the name of the deceased. However,
a small percentage are much more elaborately recorded, giving
the names of heirs and of the testamentary executor (albacea), the
number of masses sung in the deceased’s honor, and the amount
of money willed to religious sodalities or cofradias. Such persons
appear rather obviously as members of the higher strata of the
local class system.
6
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From the frequency of consanguineal marriages (the latter
could be defined by establishing a threshold degree of relation-
ship, say, that of parents’ siblings’ children) and from the per-
centage of unions with local non-kinsmen and with outsiders,
part of the mechanism for the maintenance of social class could
be gleaned. Of course, it would be interesting to see if second-
ary, tertiary, etc., marriages also maintained their previous class
affiliation, and if not, which sex tended to change. The practice
of inheriting the military services of ancestors, as evinced in many
petitions to the Crown for assistance and in the subsequent
grants where given, seem to demonstrate the influence of the
Spanish government in the maintenance of class affiliations.
Indeed, possibly the petitions themselves would represent a de-
finable segment of the local class structure. At the same time,
information could be garnered on the interesting question of the
development and role of the creole in Florida.
The positions in the class system, once determined on the
basis of the criteria that could be brought to bear on the matter,
could then be compared with other data to determine the correla-
tion with positions in the administrative and military hierarchies,
and with the system of military titles. The latter do not necessarily
correspond to the posts held and they are sometimes acquired
outside of Florida.
The records of baptism, marriage, and confirmation, also con-
tain data on the pattern of sponsorship for these rites which most
probably evince the operation of the compadre system. It would
be worthwhile to determine if the choice of sponsor shows any
pattern that could be correlated with the kinship system and/or
the class system. Or if one, two, or a few persons for any particu-
lar period appear to predominate in the record which might indi-
cate the use of “professional” sponsors. Perhaps such “profession-
al” sponsor roles themselves, should their existence prove to be
the case (and it is the writer’s impression that at least for some
periods it is), would stand in certain definite recurrent relation-
ships within the social organization to the class system and power
hierarchy. The recipients would likewise tend to occupy speci-
fic segments of the society.
The varying racial composition over time and the rate of
assimilation could be brought out. While race is not always
7
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noted, usually it is for the three main components of Spanish
colonial society: white, Negro, and Indian. Mestizos and mulat-
toes are less frequently recorded as such and the term chino (ap-
parently a quadroon) also occasionally appears. Most of the other
combinations would have to be worked out on the basis of ances-
try. An intriguing question is the form that the colonial caste
system took in Spanish Florida. The relative proportions of the
several groups could be determined and correlated with other
data, their occupations and other forms of social participation in
the colony.
Another interesting aspect of the social organization that
could be developed here is that of slavery. If a person is slave,
it invariably appears on the record. The same vital statistical
information is recorded, of course, for the slaves as for the free.
The owner of the slave is usually stated, another datum related to
property holding that could be employed for establishing class
affiliation. Moreover, some conception of the pattern of manumis-
sion can be gleaned from determining the marriages out of the
slave class, the type of marriages made by the children where
both parents are slave, and where only one parent is slave. This
information from the Cathedral Parish Records, combined with
that from other documents such as the shipments of slaves into
the colony and the entrance of runaways from the English col-
onies to the north, conceivably would afford a not too inadequate
picture of the system of slavery in Spanish Florida. Other sources
would also help bring out the occupational roles of this group.
One map 6 of the town of Saint Augustine, made at the end
of the First Spanish Period, depicts houses and lots with their cor-
responding owners. Once the kinship-class pattern were extract-
ed, at least adequately covering the period for this date, a settle-
ment pattern demonstrating kin-residence (including fictitious)
and class-residence distribution could be worked out.
One point of a more trivial nature, but of interest to anthro-
pologists as evidence of culture change, is that of names and
naming. The percentage of various given-names and their change
in frequency would be a relatively easy thing to determine. The
surname inheritance seems to exemplify several variations and
some of the multiple-name combinations are inherited in toto.
6 .  Map  of  E l ig io  de  l a  Puen te ,  1764 ,  on  f i l e  a t  the  Sa in t  Augus t ine
Historical Society.
8
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The tendency to give certain combinations of two, or more, first
names could also be checked.
Almost always the marriage record gives the area in Europe
or America to which the parties of the contract are native. It
might be highly illuminating to see the change in complexion of
the population component of the society with regard to place of
origin. Originally there was high percentage of persons from
Asturias, the home province of the conquistador of Florida and
founder of Saint Augustine, Pedro Menendez de Aviles. Later,
creoles (and mestizos, etc.) from Florida and from other sections
of the Spanish American Indies, began to play a larger and larger
part and some other areas of Spain were better represented.
A careful record of the officiating religious personnel in these
rites, in conjunction with other information, would help show
how the various branches of the religious functioned in Saint
Augustine with regard to the local populace. It would be worth-
while to determine what relationship the convent and friars of
the Order of Saint Francis, dedicated to missionary activity, had
to the parish organization and to the town in general. There
were at times jurisdictional conflicts between these religious and
secular orders, as there were also between creoles and Spaniards
within the Franciscan order, and some private citizens were
 buried in the cemetery of the Saint Francis Convent, rather than
in the parish.
These, it would seem, are some of the basic points that would
emerge from a careful handling of the material contained in the
Cathedral Parish Records. As previously mentioned, many other
documents would take on new meaning and no doubt more facets
would suggest themselves. For example, the demographic data
for males should be compared with de extant garrison lists of the
military in an effort to determine one aspect of population turn-
over (to be alluded to below) and the extent of the strictly civil-
ian population. Some persons, other than native Indians and
Negro slaves, not connected with either the military or religious
administrative hierarchies were apparently in Florida. But the
relative proportions of such persons and what they did is a prob-
lem very much deserving of attention. It may be that certain
mixed bloods were predominantly associated with particular oc-
cupational roles. The results, in conjunction with racial and class
data, would be extremely interesting, and the growth of such a
9
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population would give a hint on the non-military development of
the area.
With regard to population, it would be worthwhile to investi-
gate the degree of biological recruitment within the Florida society
and the frequency of immigration (recruitment from the outside,
usually as military personnel), and migration. Seemingly, many
men were recruited from the outside while very few women ever
came to Florida, except in the early years. With military recruit-
ment from the exterior, and assuming a normal birth rate for both
sexes, a population imbalance is thus implied for the men. A
judicious comparison of other data with the garrison lists would
give an indication of the rate of immigration, the place occupied
in the local ranking system by the immigrants, and the rate of
emigration, the class affiliation of the emigrants and whether they
were outsiders who came only for a few years or native Floridians.
At one period at any rate, there are complaints of military per-
sonnel who came from Cuba for a short while merely until they
could receive a promotion, at which time they would return to
Cuba or would go to some other area of the Spanish dominions.
The rate of military desertions would also be intimately involved
with this problem.
Some data is available on the material accoutrements of the
society of this period. There is, of course, much information on
the material culture connected with the military which can be
left to the specialists of this principal occupation of Spanish
Florida. There are also a few lists of personal and household ob-
jects, items from subsidy lists, gifts and trade goods for the In-
dians, plus a number of other more casual references. It would
be interesting to see who owned these items as it would be also,
for example, to determine who owned water craft, either of the
canoe/pirogue class or larger. Houses and lots were owned by
private individuals as was some of the land immediately adjacent
to the town of Saint Augustine. Also there is some mention of
haciendas more in the interior.
The subsidy is a big problem and is more properly the domain
of historians. However, its distribution on the local level should
be investigated. Also, other forms of income should be assessed.
There was some local food production in the form of agriculture
and animal husbandry, as well as fishing. It is important to
find out where this was carried out, by whom-Indians, slaves,
or what kind of free persons-something of its distribution, and
10
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its relations to the subsidy. The latter was often in arrears for
several years; when it was collected in New Spain and remitted
to Florida a great deal of graft was involved. Seemingly much
of it never reached the designated recipients. Furthermore, in
the latter part of the First Spanish Period, when the English
trader became common in the area, illicit trade with the British
colonies took on an importance that should be investigated with
regard to its effect on the local level. Indeed, this could show up
a whole problem of the development of a capital surplus in
Florida.
There is some information on stores, and some fifty dispen-
saries, including taverns, are reported near the end of the First
Spanish Period. This information, while slight, should be brought
together as part of the system of the distribution of goods in the
colony.
Certain social groups and activities could also be investigated
and their contribution to the total society be assessed while at the
same time gleaning some idea of the different social participation
of the society’s members. There is slight information on the
cofradias, their administration, purpose, membership, and the
fiestas in which they took part. There is the problem of diversion:
drinking, gambling, bull fights (the writer knows of only one
taurine festival about the year 1746). 7 There is also a little in-
formation on the hospital, its administration and organization.
There are at least two physician’s reports available which give
evidence of medical concepts in vogue at the time, plus slight
information regarding the use of Indian cures by Spaniards.
There exists at least one reference to the use of cacina by Span-
iards and its effects on health, and one abortion performed by
an Indian women.
Some local born Saint Augustinians knew how to read and
write. Presumably this skill was learned from members of the
Church but specific information should be obtained on the mat-
ter. There is some information concerning the participation in
or awareness of the more specialized intellectual culture of the
era. One individual is known to have possessed certain learned
tomes, including the works of Virgil and several texts on medi-
cine. Another, when presenting the defense of Governor Joseph
de Zuniga during the latter’s judicial review of his term of office
(residencia), elaborated on the wisdom of Hippocrates.
________________
7.  Personal  conversa t ion  wi th  John  TePaske ,  Depar tment  of  His tory ,
Ohio State University.
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On the linguistic side, the vocabulary of some of the reports
from Florida is interesting and suggestive with regard to the use
of words of local origin or known to have originated in other spe-
cific areas. The word atequi, apparently of local origin, meaning
“interpreter,” has quite common currency. Imported lexical items
such as the Mexican-Spanish words for grass, sacate (Nahuatl-
sakatl), and for mat, petate (Nahuatl - petlatl), also occur in
documents originating in Florida. A careful study would prob-
ably turn up more. Some intrepid individual might wish to make
a comparative study of structural and lexical differences between
documents written by common soldiers and those of a more
formal nature, an investigation that might bring to light, for
example, some characteristics of the spoken language of the time.
Other questions for which an answer could be attempted are
what familial connections were there between the personnel of
the administrative, military, and religious branches, and how did
this affect their actual operating relations? What was the rela-
tionship in actual practice in the hinterland between the military
and the religious, between the military and the Indian population,
and the effect the military had on the latter? For information
concerning the interior of Florida there are various more or less
formal reports, including inspection tours or visitas. Also, peti-
tions of military personnel to the Crown are a rich source of this
type of data. These often relate action that took place in the
interior and include a certain amount of descriptive material.
Sometimes, depositions are included, involving several deponents
who certify to the service of the petitioner, with a corresponding
increment to the resulting information. 
There would seem to be enough information to eventually
make a fairly adequate sociological analysis of Saint Augustine
and Spanish Florida. A few concluding suggestions will be offer-
ed here. The role name for many, if not most, of the positions
regarding occupations can usually be obtained and these often
imply some information as to the function of the role in question.
Especially complete here is data on some of the administrative
positions and a history of the organization of the Florida branch
of the Royal Treasury could be carried out quite adequately.
Originally there were three Royal Officials; later assistants were
added and one of the Royal official posts was abolished. There
are many decrees stating what these officials should do as there
12
Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 38 [1959], No. 3, Art. 5
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol38/iss3/5
238 FLORIDA H ISTORICAL  QUARTERLY
are reports containing information on what was actually done.
The latter is often quite to the contrary of the expectations of the
office involved. Not only the formal organization of the Royal
Treasury could be worked out but also a good indication of how
much business was actually carried on. It would also seem that a
nice analysis of the power associated with these positions both
over other persons (positions) and over local resources could be
made. And, such a study might prove to be an interesting win-
dow from which to view certain aspects of the surrounding so-
ciety.
Furthermore, the relationship of these posts to the governor-
ship, for example, could be investigated. The Royal Officials
were often natives of Florida. In any event they usually enjoyed
a longer term of office than the governor who was always an out-
sider, except in occasional instances when the position was held
ad interim by a local person on the occurrence of the death or
absence of the regular holder.
The position of scribe could also be handled in a similar fash-
ion, although there is less information here. The post as secre-
tary, notary, intermediary, and local communication device would
serve as a porthole to Saint Augustine society.
The role of the kinship ties, which were numerous in such a
small settlement, should be brought into the analysis of the actual
functioning of these positions as, of course, they also should in
the evaluation of the military and other posts.
One final problem, that of social control, especially on the
local level, could be attempted. Not only the set of roles desig-
nated to oversee and judge the other roles of the society within
the precepts of the legal system could be analyzed, but also pat-
terns might arise from some of the disputes and town scandals.
Also, the use of such weapons as the ecclesiastical ban should
be investigated. This entire aspect, of course, is intimately tied
up with the operation of the local power hierarchy.
In summary, it would seem that there are enough possibilities
to occupy a number of workers for many years. A multitude of
other facets should suggest themselves to anyone who cares to
peruse the available source material. 8
8.  The  Sa in t  Augus t ine  His tor ica l  Soc ie ty  i s  p resent ly  engaged  in  a
project to develop a central calendar of all primary source material
relative to the First Spanish Period located in the United States.
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